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Polggamq anwngtraditional lbos uu neuer
intended to deoctlue u)omen. In his book
Niger [bos. C. T. Busden. an Epist.opul
archhishop attr{ a h.istorian of lbo'cuhure.
elplgins uhg an lbo tooman preferred that
lrcr husband take more than oni uife.

The counterpart to polygamy among the Ibos
was the prerctice of "woman-marriages."
While the tradirional Ibos did not prattic.e
polyandry (a rvornan married to sever-al men),

"To be the one and only wife is humiliat-
ing. It is a sure indication that her husband
is a poor man. She would rather be the
rnistress control l i r rg a numher of  other
women than be a person of no impoftance.
AIso, instead of being alone, she prefers to
have companions aliout her; in'urry 

"ur",there will be ot}rers with whom to share
the household chores. Tlre wile of a polyg-
amous husband starrds to gairr  

"onr id 'e?-ably. She has more honor anE. respect fro*
the ct-rmmunity. freedom from loneliness
and domesti<. l relpers at her beck and ciJl ."

the wornen and the children. It preventecl, in
most cases, untimely deaths due to frequent
pregnant. ies.

Polygamy also provided the won-ien sorne
rest frorn endless rvork. Considering the
anrount o[ 'work wornen had to do bot l rwi thr l
and outside the horne, having more than one
wife ensured that there *"r. 

"rorlgh 
rvomerr

to share the burden of housework, field work,
and other responsibilities of an Ibo rvoman. It
also rlieant that wornen had some time fbr
themselves and their children.

Woman-Marriages

they did accept wornan-marri:rges-;1 woman
marrying other wornen il order to establish
her own house]rold. Wclrnen who marriecl
other women were called "fernale-husbands.',

These rnarriages, for the rnost part, were
not hornosexual marriages. Ibo *nrr-,"r-, ,rror-
ried other wolfien fcrr several reasons. Sorne
were barren wornen who rnarried other
women to bear children on their behalf. Oth_
ers \vere older rvomen who had lost trll their
children by death. The female-husbands
adopted the chilclren of their wives. Thus
w-oman-marriage was a way childless wornen
affirrned their value and securecl their nosr_
t iorr  i r rsor, iety.

Wealthy fertile wonlen also rriarried other
wolnen as an outtvarcl pronouncernent of
their r,vealth trnd independ"rl"". Such rvornen
divorced their Jrusbands. bought lancl, ancl es-
tablished their ou,n 

"or,.pu,rrndr. 
An Ibo man

describes his experiences as the son of a
wealthy {'ernale-husbancl: "Mv mother r,vas
then tr big trader and she. needecl sonreoncl
to help in our house and so she rnarriecl onc:
wife after trnother."e5 The female-husband
played the social role of father to the children
of her wives. Their inheritance .nvould corne
through her.

The rvomen marriecl to fernale-husbands
uzere not devalued in any way. Wornan-
marriages underrvent rnarriage processes
trnd rituals similar to male-female irarriages.
Traditional Ibos considered both t1pes'of
mtrrriages vital to the survival of the 

"-orr.,-nity'. In all marriages, wornen rettrinecl the
freedorn to leave a relationship if they felt
uncornforttrble, neglectecl, or abused.

Divorce

Divorce in traditional Ibo society was re]a_
tively easy to obtain. A nan corrlcl divorce irjs

Marriage f[
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,h*t;t;;;; atctl t";th clir''orce' TIie husband

t;;il;r*l to the dorvn' hc paicl for the *'ile'

u4ren ancl if slre rernalried' Tlrc lnan retlrine:d

i"goi 
".,tt..fv 

of the chilclrcn and the wolnan

hacl r,isitati on rights' " ( I o1l st' ( | le-r rtlr" diloltled

woillen u,ere rrrrelv consicleretl ir burclen to

iit..-.r"ft'", ,r their farnilies Wornen' 'vhcr
r,virntecl to rcmarry., clicl so lreerly and rc'paid

their clor'vries,"t"' wt'ltes Leith-Rclss' D aughtcrs

;;;Lt"yt r'velcornecl horne Ancl most firrn-

ilie.s rvent ,u fot u' to ask tlleir daughters to re-

turn if thcY lvele involved in trtr allrsive

At the encl of the rnourning period' lr'iclolvs

l.tt.i"^""t, a cletrnsing ritual and I'r'ere reirt-

tro clu ct-' cl into s clcic-:ty'.-'--i-on 
r,,an n'hosct lrusbirncl died bc-'tore

at."o 
"u.ria 

bcat' a cliild hrrcl trvo options'.She

:;\i";;;.n"tl 1tu"t" to her Parcrlts ancl re-

rnarriecl or she urirrriecl utttt nT her husbancl's

;,;;; .t his olclest so' hv another rviter'

Most of the tiule, the lllell \\ 'ere ltlreutt\-rtrar-

;;.,.i. ;"; t-cc polygaml' was irllor-ed' addlng

a nclv rvile rvas not trptnbl""l' The irlterest of

the nerv wi{e rvas p'itected atrcl she rvas not

ir.lot",l cliff'erently frorn the other u'ives'
""'i 

.-anrv r'viti'r children hacl several op-

tions also' She could chclose to relntun rrn-

;;;;;,;, stay in her husbancl's honie' 'rncl
;;i;i; her'husbuncl's Propefiy fbr her c:hil-

clren. In su
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Widowhood

Becar.rse women rnarried lrcn rvho r'r'ere at

I"urt flft.,"r-t vcars older tl-ian the-'m' most otlt-

in"tf if,"tt husbat-tds' Precolonial Ibo societ\"

it 
"*,tnt.., 

hatl ritr'rals that rvidou's were ex-

,-r".t.a te 1;|15r-:n'e' lt also hacl se-'t nrlcs to pro-

i;;'i'"- tr.tlt-b"utg o{ u rvid'rv trnd herr

children.""'iith"" 
ir husbancl cliecl' his rvi'es untlc'r-

o,",.t u period of mournirrg tlriit t":ttl:l- 1::,:l
ye,ar. Tlie,v wero expected tcl crrlp tlteu' trarr'

itr" ut seillsiu'-t, ttt-"l to'"tt' rags lbr the entire:

period. As Leith-Ross exPlains'

TheY ntry go to rnarket' but not to thcir

ou'n villtrge tntrlkct: thel nla-r firnn' but

tlrcy will ile car"tir.l to go to their larrns a

littic-. tilne atter the others htu'c gotre orlt'

ils lllcn clo not crrre tcl urect a r'rtidou' tclcl

eirrlv in the: rnornirrg' lest 1|1s 5il13 fatel

fr"t"ff ,ft"t" rrs beft:ll'tLtt rvidonis latc hrts-

band.*"
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Atnong tlie lbo \\iomctr o1 Nigerda

Trot l i t  i , ,nt i l  t t turr i t rges I  nd specif ic u 'p: l

la l ions l i ' r  r t ten ot t t l  t t r t tnen'  I l  t tus t t te '

'ririu'"irlrr',atfe to bear chilclren rLnd
' 
i' r" nll, nT rr- ti* h tir't s eh ol d' Y i ct o r u ch e n d u'

)'"'i[', )itr"ographer, elescribes the |tus'
';,;r;;1, 

ftn'tcti'in'itr his book rhe Igbo of

Southeast Nigeria'

' 'The l r r rs l rarrd 's nrain drr t r '1o l r is  rv ih is to

nror ide t l le torrdi t ior ls f i t r  l re l  to matntat t t

I  ; ; ; ' ; ;  
^"c l  ' 'xpunt l ing 

l rorrschold He

rrr t tsI  pror idc t l re dorrrest i t '  sct t l t lq In

;'l*Lt il;t";tf" r'vorks, trnd furnish helu'i1h

; ;: i;;;1; 
' ,,pplu 

nt rnajor staple lo,ds

fr ' , r r r rh is fa l r r rs.  I l t ' t r tusf  a l l t , t r  ' r  
l i t 'usel 'o ld

;;;;1"""i; ;"h wife and Provide Palm

?r"itt *nt" his trees for the clomestic use

;;;'i;; i'"cle' The husbancl is also ex-

; : : ,J tn nl l , , t ' t t t "  l r is  cot torr  cxrp l , r  l r is

'rvi l 'e's trude- and 1o give pel' i .odtc Il 'aoe

l tdt l t t tces i t l  t t tonr ' r ' lo f in l tncc her tnarKt ' t

activities."
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clren. In such u case. the husbtrncl'.s relativcs
were expected to look out fbr her interests
and protect her rights. She coulcl also choose
to rntrrrv her husbtrnd's brother and becorne
one of his wives. A third option lvas to return
to her parents' liome rvith her children. And,
as lolg as she rernained unnarried, her hus-
bands relatives lverc required to proviclc fbr
her. When tlie children ctllTle of age, they
r,vere then expectecl to go back to their firther s
home to clairn their father's propertv.

The laws governing nrarriage, divorce,
and r,vidorvhoocl in precolonial Ibo society

rnaintainecl the people's colnrnunill rvi'Ly of
lif 'c. Rut clespite its crnphasis on comrnunity
rather than indiviclual survival. there r.vere
gernuine atternpts to maintain ecluity and firir-
ncss. A r,vomtrn resowed the right to rejcct the
lrusband chosen for her by her parents. She
coulcl also, without rnanv rcllercussions, leave
a rnarriagc she fbund unsatisfhctorv. And if
she r,vas lviclor,vecl. there rvere established larvs
to protect her interests and thosc of her cliil-
clren. For the most part, traclitional Ibo
women had the freedon-r and the opportunity
to clecicle their own fare.
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